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Located between mainland China and the Ryukyu Islands, the East China 
Sea is a semi-closed sea. Bounded on the north by the Korean Peninsula, and on 
the south by the south Taiwan Strait; it covers an area of roughly 770,000 square 
kilometers. The East China Sea is less than 400 nautical miles across at its widest 
point.1 However, it has a wide continental shelf: its continental shelf and continental 
slope amount approximately to 550,000 square kilometers, accounting for about 
80% of the total sea area.
The continental slope in the East China Sea is wide on the north and narrow 
on the south side, which is 70 kilometers at its widest point, and less than 30 
kilometers at its narrowest point. The Okinawa Trough, a significant geographical 
unit of the East China Sea, is 1,200 kilometers long from north to south and 90 to 
125 kilometers wide from east to west. In the northern part of the trough, the water 
depths range from 600 to 800 meters, while in the southern part, the water depths 
exceed more than 2,000 meters;2 with a maximum depth of 2,719 meters.3
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     the East China Sea between China and Japan
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1      International Hydrographic Organization, Limits of Oceans and Sea (Special Publication 
No. 23), 3rd ed., p. 1953. 
2       Institute of Marine Development Strategy, The Exclusive Economic Zone and the Continen-
tal Shelf, Beijing: China Ocean Press, 2002, p. 10. (in Chinese)
3      Guan Bingxian, China Encyclopedia: Atmospheric Science, Marine Science and Hydro-
logical Science, Beijing: Encyclopedia of China Publishing House, 1987, p.169. (in 
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The 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 
divides the ocean, which is an integral whole from the perspective of natural 
sciences, into areas of different legal status. Such areas include: the territorial 
sea, the exclusive economic zone, and the continental shelf, etc. According to the 
UNCLOS, when the claims of coastal States relating to their rights in the exclusive 
economic zone and the continental shelf overlap, it is necessary to delimit the 
maritime boundaries. The maritime delimitation in the East China Sea between 
China and Japan involves the delimitation of the exclusive economic zone and of 
the continental shelf. 
According to the UNCLOS, coastal States enjoy rights in the exclusive 
economic zones and the continental shelves, which are special sea areas beyond 
and adjacent to the territorial seas. According to Article 55 and Article 57 of the 
UNCLOS, the breadth of the exclusive economic zone shall not extend beyond 
200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the breadth of the territorial sea 
is measured. Under Article 76 of the UNCLOS, the continental shelf of a coastal 
State comprises the seabed and subsoil of the submarine areas that extend beyond 
its territorial sea throughout the natural prolongation of its land territory to the 
outer edge of the continental margin. If the outer edge of the continental margin 
does not extend up to that distance, the continental shelf extends to a distance of 
200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the breadth of the territorial sea 
is measured. 
A coastal State has the right to claim an exclusive economic zone beyond its 
territorial sea, and a continental shelf which constitutes the natural prolongation of 
its land territory or a maximum distance of 200 nautical miles from the baselines. 
In their domestic legislation, both China and Japan put forward their claims of 
rights in respect of their respective exclusive economic zone and continental shelf. 
Article 2 of the 1988 Law on the Exclusive Economic Zone and the Continental 
Shelf of the People’s Republic of China states that “the exclusive economic zone 
of the People’s Republic of China covers the area beyond and adjacent to the 
territorial sea of the People’s Republic of China, extending 200 nautical miles 
from the baselines from which the breadth of the territorial sea is measured. The 
continental shelf of the People’s Republic of China comprises the seabed and 
subsoil of the submarine areas that extend beyond its territorial sea throughout the 
natural prolongation of its land territory to the outer edge of the continental margin, 
or to a distance of 200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the breadth of 
the territorial sea is measured where the outer edge of the continental margin does 
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not extend to that distance”.4
On June 14, 1996, Japan issued the Law on the Exclusive Economic Zone and 
Continental Shelf. Under this law, the exclusive economic zone of Japan refers 
to the sea areas extending 200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the 
breadth of the territorial sea is measured. Where any part of the boundary lies 
beyond the median line as measured from the baseline of Japan, the median line 
shall be substituted for that part of the boundary. If Japan and a related State have 
agreed upon a line as a substitute for the median line, this line shall prevail. Article 
2 of this Law confirms that Japan is entitled to exercise sovereign rights and other 
rights over the continental shelf in accordance with the UNCLOS. Article 2(1) of 
this Law provides that the continental shelf comprises the seabed and its subsoil 
subjacent to the areas of the sea extending from the baseline of Japan to the line 
every point of which is 200 nautical miles from the nearest point on the baseline of 
Japan. Where any part of that line lies beyond the median line as measured from the 
baseline of Japan, the median line (or the line which may be agreed upon between 
Japan and a foreign country as a substitute for the median line) shall be substituted 
for that part of the line. Article 2(2) of this Law stipulates that the continental 
shelf of Japan also includes the seabed and its subsoil subjacent to the areas of the 
sea adjacent seaward to the 200 nautical miles areas referred to in the preceding 
subparagraph, as prescribed by Cabinet Order in accordance with Article 76 of the 
UNCLOS.5
Because the width of the East China Sea is less than 400 nautical miles, 
China and Japan have conflicting claims with regard to the rights in the exclusive 
economic zone and the continental shelf. There is a conflict between Japan and 
China concerning maritime delimitation in the East China Sea of both the exclusive 
economic zone and the continental shelf. China insists that under the principle of 
natural prolongation its continental shelf extends to the Okinawa Trough; Japan, 
however, unilaterally proposed a “median line”. By using a single boundary line, a 
median line, delimiting both the exclusive economic zone and the continental shelf, 
Japan has purposefully confused the differences between two area.
The exclusive economic zone and the continental shelf are different legal 
4      Policy and Regulation Office of the State Oceanic Administration ed., Collections of the Sea 
Laws and Regulations of the People’s Republic of China, Beijing: China Ocean Press, 2001, 
p. 11. (in Chinese)
5       Institute of Marine Development Strategy, The Exclusive Economic Zone and the Continen-
tal Shelf, Beijing: China Ocean Press, 2002, pp. 424~425. (in Chinese)
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regimes and have different legal status, which is provided in Part V Exclusive 
Economic Zone of the UNCLOS (Articles 55 to 75) and Part VI Continental Shelf 
of the UNCLOS (Articles 76 to 85), respectively. 
According to Article 55 and Article 57 of the UNCLOS, the exclusive 
economic zone is an area beyond and adjacent to the territorial sea, the breadth of 
which shall not extend beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines from which 
the breadth of the territorial sea is measured.
The rights of coastal States in their exclusive economic zone are not innate. 
Both China and Japan have taken measures, such as promulgating domestic laws, 
to claim their rights. The delimitation of the exclusive economic zone should be 
carried out by way of negotiations, thereby reaching a mutually agreed boundary. 
In this regard, Japan has proposed to use a median line to delimit the relevant 
sea areas, and it further proposed a so-called “median line” unilaterally. China, 
however, has not come up with any official proposal in relation to the delimitation 
of exclusive economic zones in the East China Sea.
According to the definition of the continental shelf in Article 76 of the 
UNCLOS, the continental shelf of a coastal State comprises the seabed and subsoil 
of the submarine areas that extend beyond its territorial sea throughout the natural 
prolongation of its land territory to the outer edge of the continental margin. The 
UNCLOS also provides the standard of 200 nautical miles from the baseline to 
compensate the interests of States with narrow continental shelves, which enables 
coastal States without natural prolongation of its land territory to claim legal 
continental shelves up to 200 nautical miles. It is precisely because such provision 
is a compromise of interests, that China and Japan have opposing arguments with 
regard to the delimitation of the continental shelf in the East China Sea.
II. The Continental Shelf and the Outer Continental Shelf
According to the natural sciences, the underwater part of the natural 
prolongation of land territory involves the continental shelf, the continental slope, 
and the continental rise, which together are called the continental margin. The 
continental shelf is an underwater landmass which extends from a continent. The 
continental shelf extends from the low-tide line with gentle slope to the shelf slope 
breaks, where the bottom sharply drops off into a steep slope, or the shelf edge. 
The continental slope is a worldwide steep descent that separates continents and 
oceans. The upper limit of the continental shelf is the shelf edge (shelf break), 
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while the lower edge varies because of different water depths. The continental rise, 
which is located in water depths of two to five kilometers, is a submarine fan that 
begins from the foot of the continental shelf to the ocean bottom. The continental 
rise crosses the continental slope and the ocean bottom, and is a sedimentary 
body formed by the accumulation of sediments.6 As we can see, in the field of 
natural sciences, there is no difference between the continental shelf and the outer 
continental shelf. 
As a legal concept, the continental shelf has a clearer boundary and scope than 
before through legislative progress from the 1958 Convention on the Continental 
Shelf to the 1982 UNCLOS. Its scope in the field of law is different from its scope 
in the field of geology. With regard to the scope of the continental shelf under law, 
Article 76 of the UNCLOS has systematic stipulations as follows:
1. The continental shelf of a coastal State comprises the seabed and subsoil 
of the submarine areas that extend beyond its territorial sea throughout the 
natural prolongation of its land territory to the outer edge of the continental 
margin, or to a distance of 200 nautical miles from the baselines from which 
the breadth of the territorial sea is measured where the outer edge of the 
continental margin does not extend out to that distance.
2. The continental shelf of a coastal State shall not extend beyond the 
limits provided for in paragraphs 4 to 6.
3. The continental margin comprises the submerged prolongation of the 
land mass of the coastal State, and consists of the seabed and subsoil of the 
shelf, the slope, and the rise. It does not include the deep ocean floor with its 
oceanic ridges or the subsoil thereof.
4. (a) For the purposes of this Convention, the coastal State shall 
establish the outer edge of the continental margin wherever the margin extends 
beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the breadth of the 
territorial sea is measured, by either:
(i) a line delineated in accordance with paragraph 7 by reference to the 
outermost fixed points at each of which the thickness of sedimentary rocks is 
at least 1 per cent of the shortest distance from such point to the foot of the 
continental slope; or
6      Feng Shizuo, Li Fengqi and Li Shaojing eds., Introduction to the Marine Science, Beijing: 
Higher Education Press, 1999. (in Chinese)
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(ii) a line delineated in accordance with paragraph 7 by reference to fixed 
points not more than 60 nautical miles from the foot of the continental slope.
(b) In the absence of evidence to the contrary, the foot of the continental 
slope shall be determined as the point of maximum change in the gradient at 
its base.
5. The fixed points comprising the line of the outer limits of the continental 
shelf on the seabed, drawn in accordance with paragraph 4 (a)(i) and (ii), 
either shall not exceed 350 nautical miles from the baselines from which the 
breadth of the territorial sea is measured or shall not exceed 100 nautical 
miles from the 2,500 meter isobath, which is a line connecting the depth of 
2,500 meters.
6. Notwithstanding the provisions of paragraph 5, on submarine ridges, 
the outer limit of the continental shelf shall not exceed 350 nautical miles from 
the baselines from which the breadth of the territorial sea is measured. This 
paragraph does not apply to submarine elevations that are natural components 
of the continental margin, such as its plateaux, rises, caps, banks, and spurs.
7. The coastal State shall delineate the outer limits of its continental 
shelf, where that shelf extends beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines 
from which the breadth of the territorial sea is measured, by straight lines 
not exceeding 60 nautical miles in length, connecting fixed points, defined by 
coordinates of latitude and longitude.
8. Information on the limits of the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical 
miles from the baselines from which the breadth of the territorial sea is 
measured shall be submitted by the coastal State to the Commission on the 
Limits of the Continental Shelf set up under Annex II on the basis of equitable 
geographical representation. The Commission shall make recommendations 
to coastal States on matters related to the establishment of the outer limits of 
their continental shelf. The limits of the shelf established by a coastal State on 
the basis of these recommendations shall be final and binding.
9. The coastal State shall deposit with the Secretary-General of the United 
Nations charts and relevant information, including geodetic data, permanently 
describing the outer limits of its continental shelf. The Secretary-General shall 
give due publicity thereto.
10. The provisions of this article are without prejudice to the question of 
delimitation of the continental shelf between States with opposite or adjacent 
coasts.
A Preliminary Study on Legal Problems in Relation to the Continental Shelf 
beyond 200 Nautical Miles in the East China Sea 379
It is clear that the continental shelf has a broader scope in the field of law than 
it does in the field of geology; as a matter of fact, its scope under law involves the 
whole continental margin under natural sciences.
The provisions in Article 76 of the UNCLOS relating to the continental shelf 
regime are an integral whole. Originally, there was no division of internal and outer 
continental shelf. Nevertheless, with regard to the determination of the outer limit 
of the continental shelf and the content of coastal States’ rights over the continental 
shelf, there are some differences between the continental shelves within and beyond 
200 nautical miles.
Coastal States may determine the outer limits of their continental shelves in 
two ways: first, with regards to the continental shelf within 200 nautical miles, if 
the coastal States have adjacent coasts or opposite coasts and their claims over the 
continental shelf overlap, the outer limits shall be determined after delimitation; 
second, with regards to the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles, the 
UNCLOS provides a series of formula lines and restricting lines which together 
restrict States with broad continental shelves from expanding their continental 
shelves unlimitedly. The UNCLOS further requires the coastal States to submit 
their delimitations to the United Nations Commission on the Limits of the 
Continental Shelf (hereinafter referred to as “the Commission”) for review. Only if 
the limits of the continental shelf are established by a coastal State on the basis of 
the recommendations of the Commission, should they be final and binding.
Coastal States’ rights over continental shelf within 200 nautical miles are 
different from their rights over the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles. 
In the continental shelf within 200 nautical miles, the coastal State enjoys full 
sovereign rights over natural resources. In the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical 
miles, however, the coastal State shall make payments or contributions in kind 
in respect of the exploitation of the resources. The payments and contributions 
shall be made at certain proportion within a time limit to the International Seabed 
Authority and will be shared by the international community.7
The distance standard embodied in Article 76 of the UNCLOS means that a 
coastal State can expand its continental shelf to 200 nautical miles. If the width of 
sea areas connecting States with opposite coasts is less than 400 nautical miles, the 
distance standard will cause the claims of both parties overlap, which may result 
7      See Article 82 of the UNCLOS.
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in neither party being able to have continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles. In 
this situation, States should determine the specific limit of the continental shelf by 
consultations and negotiations or judicial proceedings.
After examining the history of Article 76 of the UNCLOS, it can be found 
that its provisions relating to the outer limits of the continental shelf beyond 
200 nautical miles set some restrictions on the ocean-oriented States with broad 
continental shelf.8 Nevertheless, the natural prolongation of land territory exists 
not only in ocean-oriented States; States with opposite coasts can also claim a 
continental shelf exceeding 200 nautical miles on the basis of natural prolongation. 
Any State, as long as the evidence of natural prolongation is in its favor, can require 
a consideration of natural prolongation when determining the limits of the seabed 
beyond 200 nautical miles.9
Under this circumstance, especially when States with opposite coasts have 
not reached an agreement on the delimitation of the continental shelf, if one State 
puts forward some propositions on the basis of natural prolongation, it is worth 
considering whether the part which is beyond 200 nautical miles belongs to the 
outer continental shelf. 
The provisions of the UNCLOS which are relevant to the outer limits of the 
continental shelf are universal requirements. States, whether ocean-oriented or not, 
shall be subject to the requirements. In cases where States with opposite coasts 
have claims over the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles, the problems of 
continental shelf are also involved.
III. China’s Problems Regarding the Outer Continental
       Shelf in the East China Sea
In accordance with the principle of natural prolongation, China argues that 
the outer limit of its continental shelf in the East China Sea lies in the center line 
of the Okinawa Trough, which is more than 200 nautical miles away from its 
baseline. The excessive part is the so-called “outer continental shelf”, and it is also 
a component of China’s continental shelf in the East China Sea. Professor Kuen-
8      See the Official Record of the Third United Nations Conference on the Law of the Sea, Vol. 
10. (in Chinese)
9     Victor Prescott, Resources of the Continental Margin and International Law, in Peter J.
Cook and Chris M. Carleton eds., Continental Shelf Limits: The Scientific and Legal 
Interface, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000.
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chen Fu, a scholar from China Taiwan, contends that even if the Ryukyu Islands is 
given full effect in delimitation, it only affects the continental shelf of the Ryukyu 
Islands, which is located in the east of the Okinawa Trough. Therefore, Japan can 
only claim its rights over the continental shelf from the Ryukyu Islands, which will 
make the width of the continental shelf which the coasts of the Ryukyu Islands 
face rather narrow. Nevertheless, what Japan obtains in the delimitation of the 
continental shelf in the East China Sea is limited and only centers on the eastern 
part of the East China Sea.10
Considering the claims of right of both parties over the East China Sea, it can 
be found that the continental shelf advocated by China consists of the following 
parts under law (see Fig. 1 below):
1. The sea area (AB) which starts from China’s baseline of territorial sea to the 
outer limits of the 200-nautical-mile exclusive economic zone involves:
(1) The sea area (AE) that starts from China’s baseline of territorial sea to the 
outer limits of the 200-nautical-mile continental shelf claimed by Japan belongs to 
the continental shelf of China, and it overlaps with China’s claim over exclusive 
economic zones.
(2) The overlapping area (EB) where the claims of both parties over exclusive 
economic zones and continental shelves conflict. Wherein, the sea area (EF) which 
begins from the outer limit of 200-nautical-mile area claimed by Japan eastward 
to its unilaterally proposed “median line” is an area with conflicting claims of 
both States; the sea area (FB) ranging from the so-called “median line” which is 
proposed by Japan unilaterally to the outer limits of China’s 200 nautical mile 
exclusive economic zone is an area with overlapping claims of rights, and it is also 
the area where Japan and China have conflicting claims with regard to delimitation.
10   Myron H. Nordquist, John Norton Moore and Tomas H. Heidar eds., Legal and Scientific 
Aspects of Continental Shelf Limits, Leiden/Boston: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 2004. 
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Fig. 1  Sketch Map of the Exclusive Economic Zone and Continental Shelf 
Claimed by Japan and China
2. The sea area (BC) starting from the outer limits of China’s 200 nautical 
mile exclusive economic zone to the line of maximum water depth in the Okinawa 
Trough is part of China’s claimed continental shelf which is more than 200 nautical 
miles away from the baseline; China and Japan have overlapping claims to rights 
and delimitation therein.
China and Japan have not delimited the boundaries of sea areas yet, and their 
claims to rights stay in the stage of advocating for rights. Therefore, it is necessary 
to analyze and improve China’s claim in the East China Sea from a jurisprudential 
perspective.
(1) The continental shelf claimed by China on the basis of the principle of 
natural prolongation exceeds 200 nautical miles. In accordance with the provisions 
in the UNCLOS, China should submit details of the outer limits of the continental 
shelf beyond 200 nautical miles and relevant scientific and technical materials to 
the Commission for review.
(2) China should file its submission for review to the Commission before May 
2009.11
China should file its submission for the part of continental shelf which 
is beyond 200 nautical miles from its baseline in the East China Sea to the 
Commission directly. By doing so, China can completely express the scope of its 
11     Report of the Eleventh Meeting of States Parties of the UN Convention on the Law of the 
Sea, New York, pp. 14~18, May 2001, SPLOS/73/Corr.1. 
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naturally extending continental shelf in this sea area, although this submission 
may not obtain any recognition from the Commission because of the objection 
from Japan. Meanwhile, according to Article 4 of Annex II of the UNCLOS and 
relevant provisions of Annex I of the Rules of Procedures of the United Nations 
Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf, a State may file its submission 
for a part of the outer limits of its outer continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles. 
As a result, procedurally, China may well file its submission on the delimitation 
of the outer limits of the outer continental shelf in the East China Sea to the 
Commission.
VI. Lessons from Relevant Cases
The continental shelf delimitation cases, in which the agreements concluded by 
States with adjacent or opposite coasts in the Asia-Pacific region defined boundary 
lines beyond 200 nautical miles, can be traced back to the 1969 Agreement between 
the Government of Malaysia and the Government of Indonesia on the delimitation 
of the continental shelves between the two countries (hereinafter referred to as the 
“1969 Agreement”).12 From 1982 to 2003, there were five other similar delimitation 
cases that draw seven boundary lines.
The 25th point on the boundary line as determined in the 1969 Agreement 
is 228 nautical miles away from the nearest territory of Malaysia, which is more 
than 200 nautical miles from the baseline of Malaysia. The 25th point is also about 
132 nautical miles from the nearest territory of Indonesia,13 which is less than 
200 nautical miles from the baseline of Indonesia. In this sea area, Indonesia and 
Malaysia have adjacent coasts.
According to the Treaty between the Government of Australia and the 
Republic of Indonesia on the Delimitation of Continental Shelf signed on 14 May 
1997, the boundary line is more than 200 nautical miles away from the Scott Reef, 
which is the nearest point of Australia. The boundary line is also less than 200 
12    Policy Research Center of the State Oceanic Administration: Treaty Series of International 
Maritime Delimitation, Beijing: China Ocean Press, 1989. (in Chinese)
13     Data source: calculation by Li Mingjie using the software CARIS LOTS.
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nautical miles from the Indonesian archipelagic baselines.14
In terms of the continental shelves which are beyond 200 nautical miles 
from the baseline, none of the five contracting States which are mentioned 
above had ever filed submissions to the Commission. Further, no other States 
or international organizations, including the Commission and the International 
Seabed Authority, ever raised any question. The reasons are as follow: first, when 
some of the agreements were signed or came into force, the UNCLOS had not 
been concluded or entered into force, and the relevant international organizations 
had not been established then; second, the areas which were delimitated belonged 
to the continental shelf claimed by the relevant coastal States, no matter how the 
continental shelves were delimitated between the interested parties, it will not 
infringe on the international seabed that belongs to all mankind. In other words, 
one contracting State obtained rights over the continental shelf from the other 
contracting State, which originally belonged to but given up by the latter State; 
therefore, there was no need to get approval from the Commission.
The disputes, however, between China and Japan in the East China Sea are 
different from the earlier cases in the following ways: first, China bases its claim on 
the principle of natural prolongation; as a result, in theory, the part which is beyond 
200 nautical miles from the baseline belongs to the outer continental shelf beyond 
200 nautical miles; second, although China and Japan have conflicting claims over 
the continental shelf, there is no delimitation yet, which means the final limits is 
still uncertain.
In the Sea of Okhotsk, after Russia defined its exclusive economic zone and 
the continental shelf, there was still a donut-shape area that belonged to the high 
seas and the international seabed.15 One of the characteristics of this sea area is that 
it is under sole jurisdiction of one State, and thus only Russia is able to claim right 
over the outer continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles. This is different from 
the East China Sea, which is surrounded by China, South Korea, and Japan.
The limits of the continental shelves of the U.S. and Russia in the Bering Sea 
14      See the United Nations Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission and the International 
Hydrographic Organization eds., translated by the International Cooperation Department 
of the State Oceanic Administration, Continental Shelf Limits: The Scientific and Legal 
Interface. 
15      See the United Nations Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission and the International 
Hydrographic Organization eds., translated by the International Cooperation Department 
of the State Oceanic Administration, Continental Shelf Limits: The Scientific and Legal 
Interface.
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also exceed 200 nautical miles from the baseline of both States, but their claims 
over the continental shelves of 200 nautical miles have been met.16 Further, there is 
no similar situation to the disputes between China and Japan in the East China Sea. 
For the part of continental shelf that exceeds 200 nautical miles, both the U.S. and 
Russia should submit relevant information to the Commission for review.
On November 15, 2004, Australia filed its submission through the United 
Nations Secretary-General to the Commission on the outer limits of the continental 
shelf beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines. In its submission, Australia 
claimed a 686,821 square kilometer continental shelf appurtenant to Antarctica 
in accordance with its territory in this area. In a note delivered to the Secretary-
General of the United Nations, Australia said that it had regard to the circumstances 
of the areas south of 60 degrees South latitude and the special legal and political 
status of Antarctica under the provisions of the Antarctic Treaty, and it requested 
the Commission in accordance with its rules not to take any action for the time 
being with regard to the application relating to continental shelf appurtenant to 
Antarctica.17 As a matter of fact, by way of submitting this note to the Commission, 
Australia achieved its purpose of “killing many birds with one stone.” First, it 
reiterated its territorial claims over Antarctica as well as the maritime rights and 
rights arising therefrom. Meanwhile, it also did not incur any opposition from the 
international community, which is worth further study.
V. Conclusions and Problems
China and Japan have not delimited the boundaries of sea areas yet, and their 
claims of rights stay in the stage of advocating for rights. Therefore, it is necessary 
to analyze and improve China’s claim in the East China Sea from a jurisprudential 
perspective.
1. The continental shelf claimed by China reaches the center line of the 
Okinawa Trough, which exceeds 200 nautical miles from China’s baseline.
2. The continental shelf of China, delimited by this ideal boundary, consists of 
16      See the United Nations Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission and the International 
Hydrographic Organization eds., translated by the International Cooperation Department 
of the State Oceanic Administration, Continental Shelf Limits: The Scientific and Legal 
Interface.
17      At http://www.un.org/Depts/los/clcs_new/submissions_files/submission_aus.htm, 19 August 
2006. (in Chinese)
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three areas with different legal characters:
(1) The sea area (AE) starting from China’s territorial baseline eastward to the 
outer limits of the 200-nautical-mile continental shelf claimed by Japan falls under 
the scope of China’s exclusive economic zone and continental shelf, which is out of 
dispute.
(2) The sea area (AB) which begins from China’s territorial baseline eastward 
to China’s outer limits of 200-nautical-mile exclusive economic zone falls under 
the scope of the exclusive economic zone and continental shelf claimed by China. 
The sea area (AB) involves an overlapping area (EB) where the rights of China 
and Japan conflict, which belongs to the continental shelf (and exclusive economic 
zone) claimed by China.
(3) The sea area (BC) ranging from the outer limits of China’s 200-nautical-
mile exclusive economic zone to the line of maximum water depth in the Okinawa 
Trough is part of the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines 
claimed by China.
3. Take procedural measures to realize the right: in accordance with relevant 
legal procedures, China should submit relevant evidence and information relating 
to the area (BC) to the Commission for review.
4. Implement the legal procedures in a timely manner: China should submit 
all the relevant evidence and information before May 13, 2009,18 in which China 
should clearly express its claims to rights over the continental shelf in the East 
China Sea and make these claims more perfect under law.
It is still necessary to clarify the problem of how China can claim its 
continental shelf in the East China Sea from a jurisprudential perspective, although 
Japan, by way of domestic legislation and other measures, had made its claims to 
the rights and delimitation of the exclusive economic zone and the continental shelf 
in the East China Sea, which led to the overlapping claims of these two States and 
made it difficult for China to obtain the whole continental shelf based on the natural 
prolongation of its land territory. If the element of natural prolongation is beneficial 
to a State, then it is worth preparing arguments for this element.19 Therefore, 
China’s claim of its continental shelf in the East China Sea naturally extending to 
18     At http://www.un.org/Depts/Ios/clcs-new/continental-shelf-description.htm#defini-tion, 20 
August 2006. (in Chinese)
19    Victor Prescott, Resources of the Continental Margin and International Law, in Peter J.
Cook and Chris M. Carleton eds., Continental Shelf Limits: The Scientific and Legal 
Interface, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000.
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the Okinawa Trough should be a full-fledged concept, and needs to be supported by 
and improved with legal and scientific bases.
For years, China has insisted on extending its continental shelf in the 
East China Sea to the line of maximum water depth in the Okinawa Trough. 
Nevertheless, it is not enough for China to stay in the stage of advocating for 
rights, China needs more legal and scientific authorities to support and improve 
its arguments. Accordingly, the outer limits of the continental shelf beyond 200 
nautical miles should be submitted to the Commission for review. China can also 
declare and reiterate its rights and claims over the continental shelf in the East 
China Sea by filing its submission to the Commission.
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